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County Agent’s Notes:

March 14, 2000

Farming without rain is difficult.
By: Dr. Ernie Flint, Area Agent/Agriculture
Although last weekend’s rain was very much appreciated, a lot more water has to fall in
order for us to produce good crops in 2000. Actively growing crops and pastures use from one
fourth to one half inch of water daily, depending on temperature, relative humidity, and wind
conditions.
During a month crops and pastures need around eight inches of water. Of course we all
know that the likelihood is very low for getting eight inches of rain during one summer month.
Crops and pastures without irrigation are able to produce by using soil moisture that has been
stored during the winter months, along with the three to four inches that are the “normal”
monthly rainfall for this area.
Soil moisture levels are extremely low at this time as a result of the very limited amount
of winter rain we have received. Just so you can see what I am talking about I have some figures
to show that demonstrate how serious our present situation really is.
Location

October to February Average

Period Data Collected

Kosciusko

23 in.

1900 – 1995

Pickens

24 in.

1948 – 1995

Louisville

27 in.

1900 – 1995

Kosciusko

11 in. (Aprox.)

1999 – 2000

These figures show that the Kosciusko area has received less than half of the rainfall it
usually gets during the primary period when the soil is being recharged for the coming year. Of
course this varies because the amount of water actually entering the soil varies with the way rains
fall. With this fact in mind we can speculate that we are going into the crop with something like
a 10 to 14 inch moisture deficit. Considering the use rate I gave above of around eight inches per
month, this can be converted to something like a six-week shortage of water for crops. Crops do
however compensate to some degree, sending roots deeper when supplies are short.
A nationwide system of drought evaluation known as the Palmer Drought Index also
gives a very good indication of the severity of our drought situation. The Palmer Drought Index
for March 4th indicated this area in a condition of “severe drought” which is only slightly better
than the worst designation which is termed “extreme drought”. Most of Mississippi, Louisiana
and the southern half of Texas have reached the “severe drought” level, with some portions of
the region already qualifying for the “extreme drought” designation.
For several years I have been interested in the elusive cycles weather seems to follow.
Those who have studied this phenomenon attempt to relate rainfall to the solar cycle which
occurs in multiples of eleven years, completing a full cycle in about 22 years. Many theories
have been proposed for correlating this cycle to weather but none of them stand very much
scrutiny. Even though the pattern seldom fits perfectly, there are often noticeable patterns in
rainfall noted over a period of years. Rainfall amounts recorded at Kosciusko show some cyclic
characteristics, particularly between the early sixties and early eighties, almost a recognizable 22
year cycle. Should we choose to impose another cycle beginning in 1982 when rainfall was
fairly low, this “imaginary” cycle should be coming to an end fairly soon. Rainfall is usually

low at the beginning and the end of these cycles, so we can hope that we are nearing the end of
the cycle.
By now I probably have you confused, but let me say one more thing before you write me
off. The sun definitely has a regular cycle, however attempting to correlate it with local weather
is very difficult. My guess is that this weather pattern is more than a coincidence, rather it is part
of a fairly regular pattern which repeats itself about every 22 years, and that after this part of the
cycle has passed we will likely return to a more “normal” pattern of rainfall. How long this will
take is not clear, however the low point of the cycle usually lasts only one or two years. With
this drought actually having stared last February the period has already lasted more than one
year, therefore we may hope for an end to it this year.
Anyone reading this will quickly conclude that much of this is guesswork. Nature has its
own set of rules, and the best we can do is to live within the bounds of those rules. It’s very
difficult to see any good in something like a widespread drought, but since it is a reality we must
attempt to make the best of it. This situation may serve to educate those in our country who
regard agriculture as “dependable” about the realities of food and fiber production. At present,
we have a large surplus of cotton, but the surplus of grain is not nearly as large. As supplies
become more limiting, prices for farm commodities should reflect higher demand.
The drought may also be reflected in future supplies of timber since tree growth will be
reduced and many new plantings may require replanting or at best will be slow in developing.
Drinking water supplies for livestock may also become critically low as farm ponds are not
replenished.
To compound the situation, fuel prices are reaching all-time highs, threatening to drive
farm production costs higher than ever before. As a partial remedy for this many in my

profession have advocated that farmers reduce tillage as a way of not only conserving moisture
but also as a way to reduce fuel consumption. These two principles go hand-in-hand as a means
of helping farmers “weather” this crisis. Many farmers are adopting these practices in some
form or other, ranging from several degrees of reduced tillage to absolute no-till. A great deal of
doubt has persisted among farmers with regard to changing practices so drastically, but seldom
before has there been such economic pressure to make a change. Old habits are very difficult to
break, especially when they have been regarded as good, but today the ability to accept new
methods may be a means of survival in farming.

